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If you think today’s Manhattan has little in common with the tight little island of two
centuries or so ago, you may have to think again.

In the early to mid-1800s Manhattan emerged as the financial and mercantile hub of
America. The top 1% controlled a third of the city’s wealth. In 1856 Walt Whitman observed
that, except for the poorest, New Yorkers were addicted to “occupying houses outrageously
and absurdly too expensive.” The great American poet—along with Washington Irving,
James Fenimore Cooper, Herman Melville and Edgar Allan Poe—was then helping to make
New York the literary capital of the country.

It was already the capital of the performing arts. The Philharmonic had been founded in
1842, and the theaters that lined the Broadway of the time boasted the brightest stars west
of London, including Junius Brutus Booth, John Wilkes’s father. By 1850 Columbia and New
York University, along with the New York Yacht Club, the Racket (as it was spelled then)
Club and the Century, were already established although (except for NYU) based further
downtown than they are today. Manhattan’s rectangular street grid, proposed in 1811, was
fully designed but just starting to be imposed.

The streets could be filthy and rats ran rampant. Traffic was so bad that shoppers needed
escorts to cross Broadway safely. Yellow fever and cholera were the Covid of the era.
Successive waves of the deadly plagues shut offices, workshops, stores and theaters.
Hospitals were overrun. Thousands of those who could afford to escape the fetid city fled to
rustic retreats like the marshy Rockaways. Anticipating a 21st-century New York politician,
in 1854 the scandal-tainted Fernando Wood proclaimed: “The People will elect me Mayor
though I should commit a murder in my family between [now] and the Election.”

The eventful saga of how this pocket metropolis
of perhaps 250,000 souls underwent a profound
growth spurt in the early 1800s that
transformed New York into mighty Gotham is
told in Daniel S. Levy’s fascinating “Manhattan
Phoenix: The Great Fire of 1835 and the
Emergence of Modern New York.” It’s one of the
best books about old New York I’ve come across.

There were countless differences, of course,
between Manhattan then and now. Five decades
after the British abandoned the city, a
Protestant elite ruled politics, business, the

arts, and the social whirl of extravagant balls and costume parties. Negroes (who were
banned from trains, ferries, dance halls, billiard rooms and museums), most Jews and the
detested Irish immigrants scrambled for places at the margins. Manhattan’s main fire
alarm was a bell in the City Hall copula tolled by a watchman who scanned the low skyline
for licks of flame.

Manhattan in those days was New York,
unaffiliated with the other boroughs until 1898
—an island, the author writes, “of ponds and
streams, winding roads, small homes, and local
markets.” Mr. Levy’s conceit—that the
conflagration that in 1835 turned the bustling
Lower East Side into the “Burnt District” was
the spark for the explosive development of the
island—may be arguable; the opening of the
Erie Canal a decade earlier certainly played a
part. No matter, his book is actually a sparkling
social history of the borough in its adolescence.
It’s filled with lively anecdotes and intriguing
factoids—for one, that the name of genteel

Gramercy Park is a corruption of the Dutch krom moerasje, or “crooked little swamp.”
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He covers everything from the Astors (the richest family in town) to grave robbing ($2 or
$3 a cadaver for doctors and medical students to dissect) to sewage disposal (hardly
salubrious) to corrupt Tammany Hall boss William M. Tweed (and his “40 Thieves”).
There’s no padding—admirably, every sentence conveys a fact, an apt quote, or part of an
illuminating yarn.

The Great Fire itself is the least of it. On the frigid night of Dec. 16, 1835, the blaze broke out
in a dry-goods store on tiny Merchant Street near Hanover Square. It raged for 10 hours,
eventually destroying 17 city blocks—674 buildings plus several ships at the South Street
wharf. Only two people died, but millions in goods were consumed; even imported silks and
other stock rescued from shops burned up in huge piles in the gutters.

The recovery was prompt and spectacular. Mr. Levy reanimates the New York that rose
from the ashes with all its ambitions, corruption, riotous hatreds, contradictions and
achievements.

Race and despised immigrants were flash points, especially because native-born New
Yorkers feared that freed slaves and immigrants would take their jobs. The city was full of
nativist gangs and their Irish counterparts—the Plug Uglies and Dead Rabbits, the True
Blue Americans and the O’Connell Guards, the Shirt Tails and the Roach Guards. They
routinely battled their foes and each other. So did the roisterous fire companies and their
followers.

And there was always a strain of sympathy for the slave-holding South because of the
lucrative connection between New York banks and brokers and the Cotton Kingdom. But
the city was also a bastion of the abolitionist cause, championed by figures like the
merchant Tappan brothers and pastors led by Henry Ward Beecher.

As the Civil War unfolded, the draft riots exploded. Well-to-do New Yorkers could buy
substitutes for $300, which infuriated workers who couldn’t. In July of 1863, enraged
nativist and immigrant mobs killed and mutilated blacks, pillaged the homes and
businesses of abolitionists, even burned down the Colored Orphan Asylum at Fifth Avenue
and 44th Street. For protection, the Times had to arm staffers with rifles and installed
Gatling guns on its roof.

If the draft riots were one of the darkest episodes in New York’s history, the creation of
Central Park—843 acres in the heart of Manhattan lovingly sculpted by Frederick Law
Olmsted and Calvert Vaux—was one of its most transcendent. Realizing that the booming,
gridded city had left the scantiest natural refuge for its citizens, visionary leaders of the
1850s pushed through the plan, the biggest public works project in America. By the end of
the Civil War, the park was attracting 7 million visitors a year. The park, Mr. Levy writes,
“established a vast and permanent escape from the frenetic pace of a metropolis seemingly
never at peace.”

Try to imagine today’s crime- and plague-ridden Manhattan without it.

Mr. Kosner was the editor of Newsweek, New York, Esquire and the New York Daily News.

Appeared in the January 26, 2022, print edition as 'From Grit To Greatness.'

SHOW CONVERSATION (11)

WHAT TO READ NEXT...

BOOKSHELF

10 Books to Read: The Best Reviews of
January

BOOKSHELF

‘Spies, Lies, and Algorithms’ Review: A
Test for Intelligence

5 Trends to Watch in Tech, Media
and Telecoms

!"#$%!&'(&")*%+,-

COMMENTARY

Opinion | How I Outran the Covid
Doldrums

BOOKSHELF

‘Chicago’s Great Fire’ Review: Rising From
the Ashes

CIO JOURNAL

NYC’s Tech Chief Aims to Amplify Mayor’s
Vision

Independent of The Wall Street Journal newsroom

MARKETWATCH

New Yorkers should take a COVID test if
they’ve been near Sarah Palin this week,
mayor’s spokesman says

Independent of The Wall Street Journal newsroom

MANSION GLOBAL

230-Year-Old South Carolina Home, Once
a Union Civil War Hospital, Lists for $2.65
Million

ADVERTISEMENT

Where to Invest $10,000 Right
Now
The Motley Fool

“Move your money by early 2022,”
Wall Street legend warns
Chaikin Analytics

Help Reap the Benefits of Tax-
Loss Harvesting
Charles Schwab

Get The 65 Tips You Need To
Retire Smart In One Must-Read
Guide.
Personal Capital

Banksy’s Painting Sold Out in 3
Hours on This $1B Art Investment
App
Masterworks

Schwab Market Update
Charles Schwab

SPONSORED OFFERS

WAYFAIR:
Wayfair Winter Sale: 22% off
Vitamix Explorian Series E310
Blender

NIKE:
Up to 40% off best-selling gear
with Nike promo code

EASTBAY:
15% off for military members
with Eastbay promo code

ADIDAS:
Extra 15% off - adidas coupon
+ free shipping

KOHL'S:
30% off for Rewards members

MACY'S:
Macy's coupon - Sign up to get
25% off next order

MOST POPULAR NEWS

MOST POPULAR OPINION

RECOMMENDED VIDEOS

Official Instagram for Natrol

Official Instagram for Natrol

Official Instagram for Natrol

 

 

 

13.5k Followers

13.5k Followers

13.5k Followers

natrolofficial 

natrolofficial 

natrolofficial 

Join millions of satisfied customers.

Join millions of satisfied customers.

Join millions of satisfied customers.

Natrol® Melatonin helps you fall asleep faster and

Natrol® Melatonin helps you fall asleep faster and

Natrol® Melatonin helps you fall asleep faster and

stay asleep longer. Get yours today!

stay asleep longer. Get yours today!

stay asleep longer. Get yours today!

391

391

391

 

 

 

23

23

23

Learn More 

Dow Jones Products Barron's BigCharts Dow Jones Newswires Factiva Financial News Mansion Global MarketWatch Private Markets

Risk & Compliance WSJ Pro WSJ Video WSJ Wine

Privacy Notice Cookie Notice Copyright Policy Data Policy Subscriber Agreement & Terms of Use Your Ad Choices Accessibility

Copyright ©2022 Dow Jones & Company, Inc. All Rights Reserved.

DJIA 34421.28 0.76% ▲ S&P 500 4385.27 1.36% ▲ Nasdaq 13770.57 3.13% ▲ U.S. 10 Yr 3/32 Yield 1.775% ▲ Crude Oil 87.29 0.79% ▲ Euro 1.1143 0.02% ▼

John Kosner

EXPLORE WSJ RECIPES

English Edition Print Edition Video Podcasts Latest Headlines

BOOKS & ARTS |  BOOKS |  BOOKSHELF

‘Manhattan Phoenix’ Review: From Grit to Greatness
Was the Great Fire of 1835, which reduced the Lower East Side to ashes, the catalyst for the explosive development of Manhattan?

Manhattan engraving circa 1867.
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